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ABSTRACT 
This paper focuses on the stereotyped media image of Sunderland as 
µBrexit City¶ the epitome of the crisis in working-class voting,  By 
contrast, local voting patterns suggests that the city was typical of Labour 
heartlands. It is argued that factors such as education and class may 
have been more important, factors that were reflected nationally as well 
as locally in the North East. More broadly, the crisis of English, white, 
identity in the former industrial heartlands is conceptually and historically 
explored to place Sunderland in its unique local context.  
KEY WORDS 
Brexit; Labour voters and the EU; de-industrialisation; white identity; 
English nationalism. 
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Introduction 
The result of the UK 2016 Referendum on European Union membership, a 
QDUURZ YLFWRU\ IRU WKH µ/HDYH¶ FDPSDLJQ RU %UH[LW FDPH DV D VKRFN WR
most media commentators. To those who had made a study of the 
changing sense of identity and political loyalties of many working-class 
voters, the result fitted a pattern going back several decades. An 
intersection of several processes has been identified in recent work, such 
as de-industrialisation, loss of secure well-paid work, a sense of isolation 
from metropolitan cultural trends, a heightened anxiety about 
immigration, and, most recently, the growth of a specifically English 
national identity. These have all been subject to critical scrutiny and 
debate among social scientists. The purpose here is to apply some of 
these insights to the situation in Sunderland, and the approach resembles 
ZKDWKDVEHHQFDOOHGWKHµWKLUGZDYH¶RIZKLWHQHVVVWXGLHVDWWHPSWLQJWR
VFUXWLQLVH µORFDOLVHG ZKLWHQHVV DV LW LQWHUVHFWV ZLWK FODVV QDWLRQ DQG
JHQGHU¶*DUQHU7KHVWUHQJWKRI ORFDO IHHOLQJVDERXWUHFHQW
social change, however, requires more emphasis on an historical 
exploration of the locality over the last two generations. 
 
Media Impressions 
In the early hours of 24 June 2016, a few minutes after it was reported 
WKDW1HZFDVWOH XSRQ 7\QH KDG YRWHG µ5HPDLQ¶ E\ D QDUURZPDUJLQ Whe 
news came in that Sunderland, a safe Labour city, had voted 
overwhelmingly to leave the European Union. The shock ran through the 
TV commentators prepared for a long night. This result is still seen as the 
most significant result during a fraught night for Labour after the 
Referendum.  The vote was 61:39 for leaving, on a 65% turnout. From 
the 134,400 votes cast, Leave received 82,394 and Remain polled 
51,930. (Referendum Results, 2016). Sunderland established itself as 
Brexit city. What I hope to show here is that, while Sunderland was the 
ILUVWLWZDVE\QRPHDQVWKHZRUVWZKHQLWFRPHVWRµWUDGLWLRQDO¶ ODERXU
voters going for Brexit. 
 
7KH 5HIHUHQGXP UHVXOW ZKLFK 6XQGHUODQG¶V YRWHV HSLWRPLVHG was 
commonly characterised as a major crisis for the LDERXU 3DUW\¶V
relationship with its core supporters, the traditional, largely white, 
working class. This was despite the fact that it led immediately to the 
downfall of Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron: yet attention was 
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diverted towards analysis RI /DERXU¶V µFULVLV¶ µ/DERXU LV IDFLQJ DQ
extraordinary meltdown in its traditional heartlands as working-class 
areas voted 'Leave' LQ WKHLU GURYHV¶ VDLG WKH Daily Mirror the day after, 
next to a ODUJH SLFWXUH RI WKH µ/HDYH¶ FDPSDLJQHUV FHOHEUDWLQJ LQ
Sunderland (Glaze and Blanchard,  7KH SDUW\¶V OHDGHUVKLS KDG
allegedly lost touch with popular anxieties about immigration and the 
European Union, and the official policy of qualified, rather unenthusiastic, 
VXSSRUWIRUµ5HPDLQ¶ZDVVHHQE\PDQ\FRPPHQWDWRUVDVDQLQGLFDWLRQRI
that general crisis. The New York Times went further, claiming that the 
µ3UR-%UH[LW&LW\¶ZDVµJODGWRSRNHWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWLQWKHH\H¶DQGWKH
story was accompanied by somewhat stereotyped photographs of flag-
VWUHZQWHUUDFHGKRXVHVLQ:DVKLQJWRQDµUXQ-down neighbourhood close 
WRWKH1LVVDQSODQW¶/RFDOSHRSOHUHVHQWHGERWK/RQGRQand Brussels, the 
reporter claimed, and felt excluded from the new developments paid for 
E\ WKH (XURSHDQ 8QLRQ VXFK DV WKH QHZ $TXDWLF &HQWUH DQG WKH µVOHHN
PRGHUQ¶ XQLYHUVLW\ ERWK RI ZKLFK VHHPHG LPSRVVLEO\ H[SHQVLYH 'H
Freytas-Tamurajune, 2016). This report led the Sunderland Echo to 
encourage people to respond vigorously to the misrepresentation of the 
city. 
 
Facts and Figures 
&RQWUDU\ WR WKH PHGLD LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV WKH  YRWHV IRU µ/HDYH¶ LQ
Sunderland, 82,394, may have been largely made up of supporters of 
traditional Eurosceptic parties. If all those who voted Conservative and 
8.,3 LQYRWHG µRXW¶ WKHQDW OHDVW47,000 in the Referendum could 
have been Tory and UKIP voters, and were certainly unlikely to have been 
Labour. The proportion of voters for UKIP in the election exceeded that of 
the Conservatives, ranging from 10.6% (Washington and West 
Sunderland) to 13.4% (Sunderland Central) (See Table 1). If the UKIP 
VXSSRUWHUV FDQ FRQILGHQWO\ EH FKDUDFWHULVHG DV µ%UH[LW¶ YRWHUV WKH
Conservatives are harder to interpret. It seems likely that the local 
Conservatives are different from the middle-FODVVµUHPDLQHUV¶RIWKHPRUH
affluent South. Between the two, therefore, these could account for 58% 
RIWKHµ%UH[LWHUV¶ 
 
There are other factors, too, unique to Referendum: the most significant 
and little noticed feature was the increased turnout of voters in many 
areas, particularly when compared with the 2015 general election (See 
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Table 1). Some districts also experienced an increase in registered voters 
in the months before the Referendum, though this was not the case in 
Sunderland, where the electorate, at just over 200,000, seems to have 
been stable, declining slightly in fact compared with recent years.  The 
turnout in the Referendum, however was, at 65%, far more than the 55-
57% the three constituencies1 had shown in the parliamentary elections 
of the previous year (see Table 1). The issue of membership of the 
European Union seems to have galvanised a much larger proportion of 
voters to take part than had the more mundane affair of parliamentary 
elections: nationally there was about a 72% turnout. These extra voters 
seem more likely to have been recently-mobilised Brexiters than 
suddenly-alarmed remainers. It therefore seems probable, though it is 
difficult to prove, that parWRIWKH%UH[LWYRWHFDPHIURPµWUDGLWLRQDO¶non-
voters, though whether they were former voters for Labour or any other 
party much earlier in their careers is impossible to say.  If these all voted 
µRXW¶WKHQDQRWKHU-10% of the Sunderland voters who optHGIRUµ%UH[LW¶
± perhaps between 16,000 and 20,000 ± came from this category of the 
previously inactive. 
Table 1: Voting Patterns by Constituency in 2015 General Election 
 Washington And 
West Sunderland 
Sunderland 
Central 
Houghton Le 
Spring And 
Sunderland South 
TORY 7,033 7,997 7,105 
UKIP 7,321 9,780 8,280 
Joint total = 14,354 17,777 15,385 
Labour Vote = 20,1408 20,959 212,218 
Liberal Democrats 993 1105 791 
Green Party 1091 
 
1706 1095 
  Overall total Conservative and UKIP = 47516 Labour = 62,585 
 
On this calculation, therefore, with all the caveats and necessary 
expressions of caution, we can say that of the 82,000 or more who voted 
µ%UH[LW¶ EHWZHHQ  DQG  ZHUH SUREDEO\ QRW /DERXU YRWHUV
That, however, still leaves a substantial minority who almost certainly 
ZHUH $W OHDVW  µOHDYH¶ YRWHUV PXVW KDYH EHHQ /DERXU ± which is 
 
1
 Washington and West Sunderland, Sunderland Central, and Houghton-le-Spring and Sunderland 
South. 
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more than a quarter of the 2015 Labour voters, and could have been 
closer to a third of the 62,000 or so who had voted for Labour candidates 
in 2015. This is not far off the national average: estimates vary, but it 
ZDVFDOFXODWHGWKDWDERXWWZRWKLUGVRI/DERXUYRWHUVVXSSRUWHGµUHPDLQ¶
compared with more than 70% of Liberal Democrats, the most 
enthusiastic pro-EU party in England. The two initial surveys, by the 
$VKFURIW RUJDQLVDWLRQ VXJJHVWHG  RI /DERXU YRWHUV FKRVH µUHPDLQ¶
while YouGov indicated 65%( see Polling Surveys, 2017). Nationally, only 
42% of Conservative voters did so ± DFOHDUPHDVXUHRI'DYLG&DPHURQ¶V
failure to persuade his own party. That contrast, which might perhaps 
VXUSULVHPDQ\LVDPHDVXUHRI-HUHP\&RUE\Q¶Vsuccess in 2016. On that 
EDVLV6XQGHUODQGVKRXOGKDYHVHHQ/DERXUYRWHIRUµRXW¶- which 
is in line with the estimated calculations produced in this paper. Allowing 
for margins of error, it is unlikely that Sunderland was unusual in any 
significant way, or that it deviated very much from the national picture of 
/DERXUYRWLQJµ6XQGHUODQGDERXWDYHUDJH¶KRZHYHUZRXOGVFDUFHO\KDYH
made a startling headline (Curtice, 2016a and 2016b). 
 
Education and Cosmopolitanism 
This does not necessarily mean that Sunderland lacks distinctive 
characteristics which may have shaped the voting pattern in the 
Referendum. The city has had an unusual social and political history in 
several ways that may have been significant. Cosmopolitanism, 
educational level, and local community diversity all seem to have been 
key factors in influencing voting patterns in 2016. Sunderland has a small 
proportion of graduates in its population, and is relatively white ± in fact, 
with one of the smallest proportion of British ethnic minorities and 
recently-arrived migrants anywhere in the North. If we look at the 
proportion of white, British-born residents, then Sunderland, at 94.8% in 
the 2011 ceQVXVLVDVµ%ULWLVK¶DV&KHVKLUHLQIDFWVOLJKWO\PRUHVRWKDQ
the eastern part of that county) (Census 2011). Newcastle, at 81.9%, and 
Middlesbrough at 86.1%, are far more diverse, with greater numbers of 
migrants both white, black and Asian, as well as many more British-born 
HWKQLFPLQRULWLHV+DUWOHSRRORQHRIWKHPRVWSDVVLRQDWHO\µ%UH[LW¶SODFHV
in the North East, is almost the most white British-born of all, at 96.6%, 
above the regional average. Yet the most diverse city, Newcastle, voted 
µUHPDLQ¶ while Teesside, with very similar levels of diversity, voted 
µ%UH[LW¶ (see Census, 2011). Sunderland, in fact, has had a long history of 
immigration going back to the nineteenth century, something that was 
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until recently reflected in the range of religious denominations in the city. 
German Lutherans were once common, and Sunderland still has one of 
the largest Mormon churches in the North (Religious Worship, 1853: 
cclxix). The 100-year old Jewish community, originally from the Baltic, 
has dispersed recently, and the growing Muslim community has developed 
only over the last thirty years. There may be a cosmopolitan element in 
WKH SRSXODWLRQ SDUWLFXODUO\ ZLWK WKH GHYHORSPHQW RI WKH XQLYHUVLW\¶V
international links, but it is probably very limited compared with that in 
other diverse urban areas such as London.  
 
Another factor in the general pattern of voting, was age and levels of 
education. Richmond upon Thames, where about half of adults have 
higher education experience, was always going to vote for the EU 
(Guardian, 2016; Evening Standard, 2016). Sunderland has its successful 
young people, now progressing in larger numbers than ever before to 
higher education institutions. Despite this, the proportion of people with 
first-level university qualifications or above is less than a fifth (18%): by 
FRQWUDVW1HZFDVWOH¶V DW  LV SUHFLVHO\ WKHDYHUDJH IRU (QJODQGDQG
:DOHV&HQVXV6XQGHUODQG¶VROGHU UHVLGHQWV WKRXJKZKLOHSURXG
of their youngsters, have had little experience of post-18 education, even 
if many are highly skilled in the once-traditional industrial trades. In 
several of the poorest districts the proportion with any higher education 
(university level or equivalent) experience is below a tenth. It is possible 
to see a widespread generational and educational gulf both in Sunderland 
and elsewhere (Curtice, 2016a and b). Instead of seeing the whole 
population as post-LQGXVWULDO µOHIW-EHKLQGV¶ LW KDV WR EH UHFRJQLVHG WKDW
the veterans of now-vanished industries in particular areas voted in ways 
that were more nostalgic and resentful than the younger voters whose 
educational prospects have decisively improved in the twenty-first 
century. This is also the national picture: Brexit was overwhelmingly 
supported by those aged 65 or more. This is not tRVD\WKDW6XQGHUODQG¶V
younger generation have chances equal to those of the South: as the 
Social Mobility Commission reports have demonstrated, the North, and 
particularly the North-East, has not generated the numbers of 
professional-level graduate job opportunities that are seen in the South, 
notably in London and the South-East. The younger generation, too, face 
regional disappointments (Social Mobility Commission, 2016). One 
consequence of the failure to develop the professional salaried 
employment sector, common to a number of northern cities, is that wage 
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inequalities are comparatively low in Sunderland ± it is a more egalitarian 
city than most (Lee et al., 2016: 1718).  
 
One factor in the voting pattern of young people, generally neglected by 
commentators, was gender: among those under 25, far more women 
voted for the EU (80%) than men (60%). Women were also slightly more 
favourable to EU memberships in other age groups, only falling below the 
PHQ¶V OHYHO RI VXSSRUW DPRQJ WKHROGHVW JURXS 7KLVKDVDWtracted little 
attention, even in academic research, but it might be that much of the 
language of memory and resentment discussed below is largely male. The 
VRFLRORJ\ RI µZKLWH¶ LGHQWLW\ KDV DOVR EHHQ UDWKHU YDJXH RQ JHQGHU
differences (Statista, 2016). 
 
Sunderland, History and the Industrial Heritage 
Sunderland is distinctive, however, in having had a longstanding pattern 
on rightwing voting, particularly in the inner city wards, shown in previous 
years by the strength of the British National Party which at times gained 
15% of the votes cast in local elections (Teale, 2002-17; Saeed, 2007). 
7KH %13 VHHPV WR KDYH EHHQ UHSODFHG LQ PDQ\ SHRSOH¶V DIIHFWLRQV E\
UKIP which, has less baggage as an extreme-right party, and its broader 
appeal is reflected in its votes which matched those of the Conservatives 
in Sunderland in 2015. This is not untypical of many parts of the North in 
general, as Kirsty Major pointed out in the The Independent, on 24 June 
2016, the day after the Referendum. The North-South divide in the 
Referendum reflected some deep-rooted political loyalties in terms of the 
politics of immigration. There are also additional powerful elements of 
emotional loyalty to the past in Sunderland, particularly to the history of 
the armed forces, whose flags are sometimes flown from backgarden 
flagpoles. The Remembrance Day celebrations are reportedly among the 
largest outside London, and the sense of pride in the past merges with 
the memories of local contributions to national history such as through 
the coal and shipbuilding industries (BBC, 2011). It would be an 
H[DJJHUDWLRQ WR UHJDUG 6XQGHUODQG¶V %UH[LWHUV DV IDVFLVWV-lite: what the 
Referendum seems to have achieved is a broader coalition of a particular 
English, white working-class set of feelings anGORFDOSULGHEHKLQGµ/HDYH¶ 
 
Local Pride and Memory 
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0HPRULHVDQGµWUDGLWLRQV¶ERWKQDWLRQDODQGORFDODUHUDUHO\YHU\DQFLHQW
HYHUVLQFHKLVWRULDQVEHJDQWRH[DPLQHWKHµLQYHQWLRQRIWUDGLWLRQ¶ WKHUH
has been academic scepticism and debate about the political, official, 
manipulation of memories (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983). Nevertheless, 
the sense of living among the physical remains and social consequences 
of a unique local history shapes identities in many places for many 
people. Yet, generally, whaW3DWULFN:ULJKWFDOOHGµOLYLQJLQDQROGFRXQWU\¶
is not simple (Wright, 1985). In 2007 there were many efforts to address 
%ULWDLQ¶VGRPLQDQFHRIWKHVODYHWUDGHLQWKHELFHQWHQDU\RILWVDEROLWLRQ
but this was more than just commemoration: it necessarily involved 
acknowledgement of responsibility. The centenary of World War I 
provokes similar dilemmas, of recognising the courage and sacrifices 
certainly, but also of questioning the way they were required by the 
generals and commanders. 
Economic change, the death and replacement of old industries, and the 
memories of their history, also pose these dilemmas. Memories and local 
pride centre on the loss of shipyards and mines rather than the re-
invention of Sunderland and Washington as the place of one of NLVVDQ¶V
PRVWSURGXFWLYHFDUSODQWV+LVWRU\DQGµPHPRU\¶DUH locally constructed 
in areas that have been through both de-industrialisation and re-
LQGXVWULDOLVDWLRQ 6XQGHUODQG¶V PHPRULHV DUH HQWLUHO\ DERXW PHQ¶V ZRUN
and many academic studies of deindustrialisation have concentrated on 
male sectors such as coal, steel and railways, with a few exceptions such 
as Walkerdine and Jimenez: although even they took women in a former 
coal and steel area as their focus. Only Jane Wheelock, working in the 
North East, considered the changing domestic and personal implications 
RIWKHVLPXOWDQHRXVFKDQJHVLQPHQ¶VDQGZRPHQ¶VZRUN6WUDQJOHPDQHW
al., 2014; Walkerdine and Jimenez, 2012; Wheelock, 1990). By contrast, 
in West Yorkshire and Lancashire, where the textile industry engaged 
women from the late eighteenth century onwards, the now-empty mills 
still dominating the landscape mark the end of skilled, industrial work for 
generations of women. More broadly, there is some evidence that 
deindustrialisation generally reduces the proportion of women in 
PDQXIDFWXULQJ D IRUP RI µGHIHPLQLVDWLRQ¶ WKDW KDV DWWUDFWHG OLWWOH
attention (Tejani and  Milberg, 2010). In different localities, therefore, 
ZKDW :DONHUGLQH KDV FDOOHG WKH µDIIHFWLYH ODQGVFDSHV¶ WKDW LV WKH
emotional meanings of places of work, are very different depending on 
the gender division of labour and involvement in industrial work. Men and 
women may attach different memories to buildings and places in their 
towns and regions (Walkerdine, 2016). What has been called, rather 
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EUXWDOO\µVPRNHVWDFNQRVWDOJLD¶IRUSDVWLQGXVWULHVYDULHVERWKE\UHJLRQ
and gender (Strangleman, 2013 and 2017). 
 
The new forms of work have employed women on a large scale, 
unprecedented in the North East if not elsewhere in the North. By the 
early twenty-first century it was calculated that there were 50,000 jobs in 
WKH1RUWK(DVW¶VFDOOFHQWUHVAlong with the retail sector, public services 
and growing financial services, many jobs for women, sometimes openly 
despised as such, were created (Tomaney, 2006:10). The numbers of 
jobs in services and finance doubled in the first decade of the twenty-first 
FHQWXU\ %\  UHSRUWV ZHUH FDOOLQJ 6XQGHUODQG¶V MRE FUHDWLRQ D
renaissance, even though the overall population had declined (Cooper, 
2009:3-5).  The 2011 census, however, suggests that, with 14,000 
manufacturing jobs in Sunderland (about 12% of total employment), and 
rising numbers of those involved in construction, the city was still more 
classically industrial than elsewhere (Census, 2011; Singer, 2007). 
 
The English Factor 
The rise of a specifically English sense of nationalism was one of the 
features of the 2015 election: David Cameron had played the nationalist 
card with his fear-inducing assertion that if people did not vote for him, 
the (Labour) Scots would be coming, like the old Border Reivers - with 
Labour help ± perhaps (Milne, 2015). Similarly, UKIP had most of its 
strongholds in England, though one surprise was the strength of the 
µ%UH[LW¶ YRWH LQ SDUWs of de-industrialised South Wales. This sense of 
(QJOLVKQHVV ZDV DOPRVW FHUWDLQO\ D IDFWRU LQ 6XQGHUODQG¶V VHQVH RI
resentment against Brussels ± and in some ways, against London. The 
two are not incompatible: the sense of marginalisation produced general 
resentment, even if the result of the vote would actually strengthen 
/RQGRQ¶VSRZHU%RWKWKHNew York Times and, after a period of reflection 
six months after the vote, the *XDUGLDQ¶s northern correspondent, came 
to a conclusion that anti-London sentiment played a major part in the way 
people voted (Helen Pidd, 2016; De Freytas-Tamurajune, 2016). 
 
There is certainly some evidence of the rise of a strong feeling of 
µ(QJOLVKQHVV¶LQWKHHDUO\WZHQW\-first century, but this is largely a pattern 
among whites. In fact, there are distinctly different patterns of 
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identification when the British white majority are compared with members 
of ethnic minorities: While white people have increasingly placed their 
µORFDO¶ QDWLRQDO LGHQWLW\ ILUVW SDUWLFXODUO\ :HOVK 6FRWWish and Northern 
Irish identities, the ethnic minorities overwhelmingly identify as British. 
Moreover, this British identity becomes stronger in the second generation, 
despite a parallel sense of belonging to a group with a particular national 
and religious background. Dual identities are common among Black and 
ethnic minority groups, in other words. As one significant piece of 
research concluded, 
2YHUDOO WKHQ ZH VHH WKDW GXDO LGHQWLWLHV DUH WKH µW\SLFDO¶
DFFXOWXUDWLRQ SDWWHUQ IRU WKH 8.¶V HWKQLF PLQRULWLHV. Holding a 
strong British identity increases over generations as the 
tendency to have a strong minority identity reduces. We also see 
that those who appear to be most a risk of marginalization, in 
these terms of identity acculturation ± with the greatest 
proportion maintaining neither strong minority nor strong 
majority identities, are the Caribbean group ± a group which is 
recognised as being socially, geographically and in employment 
WHUPV WKH PRVW µDVVLPLODWHG¶    EXW ZKLFK PD\ LQ OLQH ZLWK
other findings, contain a section that feels alienated by a society 
WKDW LV VWLOO VWURQJO\ VWUDWLILHG DORQJ UDFLDO DQG HWKQLF OLQHV ¶
(Nandi and Platt, 2013: 34). 
From this, we could conclude that one of our oldest ethnically distinct 
groups, African-Caribbeans, remain the most alienated from Britishness, 
particularly among the young. This has been reflected in repeated anti-
police protests and the 2011 rioting. More generally, it seems that, while 
white people have felt increasingly as members of one of the constituent 
founding nations of Britain, young people in the ethnic minorities have 
developed a growing sense of Britishness.  
 
The rise of µ(QJOLVKQHVV¶ was documented by one significant piece of 
research before the 2015 election and the Referendum. In 2011 and 2014 
data produced by the The Future of England Survey (ironically, run by 
universities in Wales and Scotland) demonstrated a major shift in English 
identification. Whereas once, the English were equally likely to identify as 
British or English, by 2014 this had been transformed into an 
overwhelmingly English identity. This is a predominantly white reaction to 
the changes since the late twentieth century. The research highlighted a 
pattern of resentment against both the European Union and what was 
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seen as the favourable settlement of Scottish devolution: the researchers 
GHVLJQDWHGWKLVDV µGHYR-DQ[LHW\¶:KLOH LQWKHUHZHUHVLJQV WKDWD
demand for equal treatment for England had some support, by 2014 the 
resentment had hardened into a generalised opposition to Europe and 
6FRWODQG ERWK RI (QJODQG¶V XQLRQV WKH8. DQG WKH (8ZHUH UHVHQWHG
µ)HHOLQJ(QJOLVKLQ(QJODQGDSSHDUVWRKDUGHQDWWLWXGHVWRZDUGV(QJODQG¶V
WZR³RWKHUV´6FRWODQGDQGLWVSHUFHLYHGDGYDQWDJHVZLWKLQWKH8.DQG
WKH(8¶+HQGHUVRQet al., 2014: 15). In a prophetic prediction, the study, 
VLJQLILFDQWO\ FDOOHG µ7DNLQJ (QJODQG 6HULRXVO\¶ ZDUQHG RI WKH SROLWLFDO
consequences for Labour and the Liberal Democrats of campaigns that 
played on English resentments (Henderson et al, 2014: 33-4; Curtice, 
2016c). Garner has described the feelings brought together under a focus 
on immigration as less ones of class than a sense of loss of the traditional 
µHQWLWOHPHQW¶WRSODFHLQ%ULWLVKVRFLHW\*DUQHU-3).  
 
Immigration and Social Change 
It seems that a combination of strong feelings of local loss, of English 
identity, and political opposition to immigration led to English rejection of 
WKH (8 RXWVLGH /RQGRQ DQG D IHZ RWKHU FLWLHV 7KH %UH[LW VORJDQ µ/HW¶V
7DNH%DFN&RQWURO¶FOHDUO\UHVRQDWed in ways that echoed both the earlier 
anti-immigration politics directed against Commonwealth migrants and 
the longstanding sense of grievance concerning loss of sovereignty to 
Brussels. The result was that the politics of immigration, now directed 
largely against white, European migrants, dominated the Referendum 
campaign. A basic premise of this derived from a long-held belief among 
many rightwing commentators that immigration at high levels undermines 
both social solidarity and national identity: as Enoch Powell had 
UHPDUNHGµLWLVDOODPDWWHURIQXPEHUV¶YHUVLRQVRIZKLFKZHUHHFKRHGLQ
the criticisms protesting not opposition to immigration as such, but to its 
VXSSRVHGO\ XQVXVWDLQDEOH OHYHOV µ7KH Leave majority does amount to a 
public vote of no confidence in how governments have handled 
LPPLJUDWLRQ RYHU WKH ODVW GHFDGH¶ \HW PRVW YRWHUV LQWHUYLHZHG DJUHHG
that the whole issue had become overheated in the campaigns (Katwala 
et al., 2016: 4 and 7).  
There is a large academic literature debating the effects of immigration on 
the host society, focussing largely on whether a multicultural society can 
achieve social cohesion, and in effect, integration of minorities, without 
enforcing or encouraging levels of assimilation to core values (see 
Antonsich, 2015; Casey, 2016; Biggar, 2014; and Collier, 2013). The 
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politicisation of the issue makes any academic intervention almost 
impossible, but it is worth briefly summarising what is known. If the data 
GLVFXVVHGDERYHVXJJHVWWKDW%ULWDLQ¶VHWKQLFPLQRULWLHV identify as British, 
and this is increasingly so with the second generation (with the exception 
of young Afro-Caribbeans), studies suggest that there is an equivalent 
and parallel acceptance of diversity among young whites. In general, 
surveys suggest that there is a strong sense of internationalism among 
many people, particularly the young in Britain (Cantle, 2015: 471-2). 
Among the young in the most diverse city in Britain, London, there has 
developed a strong sense of social cohesion and community. Clearly, 
social cohesion has not been undermined by cultural diversity where 
frequent contact with many different people has led to an ease with these 
differences and a sense of common interests. Moreover, among the 
\RXQJ µboth white and non-white, neighbourhood ethnic diversity is 
SRVLWLYHO\ DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK VRFLDO FRKHVLRQ¶ 2QO\ DPRQJ ROGHU ZKLWH
people, this is not the case (Sturgess et al, 2014:1300-2 and 1304).  
Yet immigration became a concern even in areas like Sunderland and 
Hartlepool where it has been relatively low. This is difficult to account for 
except as a general sentiment established through media representation 
rather than direct experience. The situation is fraught with contradictions: 
as one journalist has commented,  
Polling shows that most people have a negative opinion of 
immigration, despite them not having any negative experience 
of it. In fact, people in areas with most immigrants are least 
likely to express anti-immigrant sentiment (Seymour, 2014, 
unpaginated). 
Despite the evidence (above) that positive contact produces favourable 
attitudes, there were widespread expressions of the sentiment that 
immigration had been permitted to go too far. This produced difficulties 
for the Labour Party in particular, because they had been in power in the 
early 2000s when EU migration was opened up. More importantly, 
SROLWLFDOO\LVWKHDFFXVDWLRQWKDWLWZDVµ/DERXU¶VGHFLVLRQWRDEDQGRQRXU
ERUGHUV DQG HQFRXUDJH PDVV LPPLJUDWLRQ IURP DOO RYHU WKH ZRUOG¶ WKDW
had transformed neighbourhoods to the point where longstanding 
UHVLGHQWV HYHQ PHPEHUV RI ³VHWWOHG´ LPPLJUDQW FRPPXQLWLHV IHHO
WKUHDWHQHG 7KH\EHFRPH VWUDQJHUV LQ WKHSODFH WKH\JUHZXS¶ 5LFKDUG
Littlejohn, The Daily Mail, 28/7/06, quoted in Hickman et al. 2012: 24). 
This sense of embattlement in their own areas had been detected by 
researchers revisiting the site of one of the classic 1950s community 
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VWXGLHV 7KH µQHZ (DVW (QG¶ GLG QRW IHHO OLNH WKHLUV UHSRUWHG PDQ\
longstanding largely white, older locals (Geoff Dench et al., 2006, 
criticised by Moore, 2008).  
Politically, then, immigration had acquired a negative image in the early 
V 'LYHUVLW\ LV D VRFLDO IDFW DV LV PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP EXW µWKH %ULWLVK
political class has never done a good job at explaining what the point of 
large-scale immigration was and whose interests it was meant to serve. 
7KDW LV SDUWO\ EHFDXVH WKRVH TXHVWLRQV DUH KDUG WR DQVZHU¶ Goodhart, 
2013; 161%ULWDLQ¶V1+6KDVEHHQRQHRUJDQLVDWLRQWKDWKDVFRQWLQXDOO\
recruited abroad to maintain the numbers of doctors and nurses, yet the 
broader benefits of immigration have rarely been discussed, As Collier 
UHPDUNV µPLJUDWLRQ KDV EHHQ SROLWLFL]HG EHIRUH LW KDV EHHQ DQDO\]HG¶ 
(Collier, 2013: 110-2). The belief that the welfare state and education are 
under pressure from migrants suggests that apparent competition for 
state rather than private-provided services induces resentment, 
particularly at a time of government austerity. In addition, the terrorist 
violence in 2005 and since, committed largely by UK-based and raised 
young people, provoked demands from David Cameron and his ministers 
IRU DGKHUHQFH WR µ%ULWLVK YDOXHV¶ ZKLFK ZHUH KHOG WR FRQVLVW RI FXOWXUDO
and political traditions such as tolerance, democracy and the rule of law 
(Hickman et al. 2012:2; Sturgis et al., 2014: 1287). The link between 
political violence and cultural diversity may be spurious, but it has 
become entrenched in media and popular consciousness. 
 
Conclusion 
Sunderland therefore, despite its strong sense of uniqueness and 
distinctiveness, shares many attitudes with other areas in England. The 
senses of a lost history, of secure jobs and skilled industries that were 
allowed to die by an indifferent government, and of a present that is 
uncertain and subject to external control, combined to produce a strong 
and resentful vote against the EU. It was because Sunderland was the 
ILUVW WR GHFODUH IRU µ%UH[LW¶ WKDW LW DWWUDFWHG DWWHQWLRQ HYHQ WKRXJK WKH
µOHDYH¶YRWHZDVKLJKHUHOVHZKHUH in the North East. At the end of 2016 
the Sunderland Echo repeated its local poll that had, in May, accurately 
predicted the Referendum result. On this occasion, though, the poll of 
more than 3,000 respondents produced a majority for Remain. It is 
possible that many, faced with the uncertainties of the Brexit process, are 
rethinking their original decisions (Allison, 2016). The superficial certainty 
of the Referendum may have resulted in more doubts and volatility.  
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Voting Data 
Sunderland 2015 voting data ± Sunderland City Council, 
http://www.sunderland.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=3435 accessed 
15/10/16 
2016 Referendum results - http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/find-
information-by-subject/elections-and-Referendums/past-elections-and-
Referendums/eu-Referendum/electorate-and-count-information  
   
Polling Surveys: 
/RUG$VKFURIWµ+RZWKH8QLWHG.LQJGRPYRWHGRQ7KXUVGD\«DQGZK\¶
24 June 2016, http://lordashcroftpolls.com/2016/06/how-the-united-
kingdom-voted-and-why/ accessed 16 October 2016 
µ+RZ%ULWDLQ9RWHG¶YOUGOV  = 
https://yougov.co.uk/news/2016/06/27/how-britain-voted/ accessed 16 
October 2016 
 
Census 2011: Sunderland Social and Economic Data: 
2011 Census summaries by district ± to be found at 
http://www.sunderland.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=8511 accessed 
17/10/16 
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